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M E E T  T H E  D I R E C T O R

Everyone has trouble sitting still or 
staying focused from time to time. 
But for people with attention-deficit/

hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), these challenges 
are part of daily life. 

What is ADHD?
ADHD is a neurodevelopmental disorder, which means it 
shapes how the brain develops and functions. It affects  
the parts of the brain responsible for executive function: 
the ability to plan, organize, and carry out tasks. This 
includes being able to maintain focus and attention  
and being able to manage impulses and emotions. 

ADHD is typically diagnosed in childhood, but the 
symptoms can continue into adulthood. Some people  
are not diagnosed with it until later in life. 

What you need to know

ADHD is a medical condition that impacts work, school, 
relationships, and beyond. It is not caused by laziness or a 
lack of discipline or intelligence. People who have ADHD 
can (and do!) lead successful, fulfilling lives—but they  
may need support to manage their symptoms. 

What are the symptoms and signs?
ADHD symptoms typically fall into three categories: 

	ɠ Inattention. People with ADHD often have trouble 
paying attention to details, following instructions, 
and completing tasks. They may get distracted easily, 
struggle with organization and time management, and 
lose things frequently.

	ɠ Hyperactivity. Many people with ADHD have 
trouble sitting still for long periods of time. They 
might fidget and squirm, be constantly on the go, and 
talk excessively.

	ɠ Impulsivity. People with ADHD may interrupt 
others, act without thinking, and have difficulty 
waiting their turn. 

Understanding ADHD

IM
A

G
E 

C
RE

D
IT

S:
 G

ET
T

Y 
IM

A
G

ES
 

ADHD



Volume 18, Issue 3   magazine.medlineplus. gov

ADHD

These symptoms affect people in different ways. They 
can vary from person to person, might change over time, 
and may look and feel different in various settings and for 
people of different ages and gender identities. Cultural 
beliefs and expectations can also affect how ADHD 
symptoms present and how they’re interpreted by others.

If it’s not identified or is left untreated, ADHD can  
lead to serious challenges in school, at work, and at  
home. ADHD can also impact personal relationships  
and increase the risk of substance misuse, injuries,  
and accidents. 

What causes ADHD?
We don’t know exactly. But research suggests that  
several factors probably play a role. These include: 

	ɠ Genes and heredity. ADHD tends to run in 
families, which may mean it’s inherited. Scientists 
have also identified several genes that play a role in 
regulating brain chemicals and may contribute to 
ADHD development.

	ɠ Environment. Studies have found higher rates of 
ADHD among people who were exposed to certain 
substances or conditions in the environment 
(such as lead and air pollution) during prenatal 
development or in early childhood. 

	ɠ Brain anatomy and function. Some research 
suggests that people with ADHD have differences 
in the structure and function of their brains. These 
differences could affect attention, impulsivity, and 
self-control. 

Who can be affected by ADHD?
Boys are more likely than girls to be diagnosed with ADHD 
in childhood. However, this may be due, at least in part,  
to differences in what ADHD symptoms look like in boys 
and girls. 

For example, young boys are more likely to be more 
physically hyperactive and impulsive, which may be 
more disruptive and noticeable to parents and teachers. 
Symptoms in young girls usually include inattentiveness 
and low self-esteem, which often look more subtle on  
the outside.  

Gender role expectations can also contribute. In many 
cultures, girls are expected to be quiet and well-behaved, 
so their inattentiveness may not be as noticeable. Many 
girls with ADHD also learn to conform to other people’s 
expectations by hiding or “masking” their struggles. 

Coexisting conditions
Over two-thirds of people with ADHD also have at least one 
other coexisting condition. These can include:

	ɠ Anxiety and mood disorders (such as depression)
	ɠ Behavioral and conduct disorders (such as difficulty 
following the rules)

	ɠ Learning disabilities
	ɠ Sleep problems 
	ɠ Autism spectrum disorder

Symptoms of these conditions often overlap with ADHD. This 
can make it hard to accurately diagnose, differentiate between, 
and treat them.  

People with ADHD may have lower levels of dopamine, 
a chemical in the brain that helps regulate attention  
and motivation. 

Other parts of the brain that play a role include:

	ɠ The prefrontal cortex. This is responsible for 
executive functions: such as planning, organizing, 
and paying attention. People with ADHD often 
have difficulty with these executive functions.

	ɠ The striatum. This is located deep in the center 
of the brain and is involved in reward processing 
and motivation. People with ADHD may be less 
sensitive to rewards, which can make it harder for 
them to stay motivated.

	ɠ Neural networks. People with ADHD may have 
differences in how certain areas of their brains 
communicate. This can make it difficult for them 
to focus and ignore distractions.
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How does ADHD 
affect the brain?

https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/71/su/su7102a1.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/71/su/su7102a1.htm
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How is it diagnosed?
ADHD is diagnosed based on a person’s symptoms, history,  
and behavior. If you or your child are experiencing symptoms  
of ADHD, the first step is to speak with a health care provider. 

The provider will want to know about the symptoms, including 
when they started, how severe they are, and how they impact aspects 
of life such as work, school, relationships, and daily functioning. 

They’ll also look for other possible causes. For example, certain 
medical conditions and other mental health conditions, as well 
as nonmedical situations and experiences (such as a sudden life 
change, trauma, or an ongoing stressor), can trigger symptoms that 
look a lot like ADHD. 

How is it treated?
ADHD treatment typically involves a combination of medication, 
therapy, and lifestyle modification or skills training.

	ɠ Medication can help improve focus and attention in people with 
ADHD. Stimulants are prescribed most often, but there are also 
nonstimulant options available. Medication is an effective tool for 
many people with ADHD, but it can come with side effects, and it 
may take time to find the right one. 

	ɠ Therapy can help people learn strategies and techniques to manage 
ADHD symptoms and improve their overall functioning. It can help 
with organization, time management, and problem-solving. 

	ɠ Lifestyle modifications, including getting regular exercise, 
eating nutritious and balanced meals, and getting plenty of sleep, 
can help manage ADHD. Developing routines and schedules, 
setting goals, and seeking support from family, friends, and 
support groups are also important. 

With appropriate diagnosis, treatment, and support, people with 
ADHD can live successful, fulfilling lives. If you think you or your 
child may have ADHD, it’s important to talk to a qualified health care 
professional about your options. T 

By the numbers 
9.4% of children ages 2 to 17 (1 in 11)  
have been diagnosed with ADHD.

4.4% of adults ages 18 to 44 (1 in 23)  
have been diagnosed with ADHD.

The average age of ADHD diagnosis is  
7 years old. 

Boys are 2 to 3 times more likely to be 
diagnosed than girls.

A child with ADHD has a 1 in 4 chance of  
having a parent who also has ADHD. 

According to a national 2016 survey, 6 in 10 
children with ADHD had at least one other 
mental, emotional, or behavioral disorder:
– 	 About half of the children with ADHD  

also had a behavior or conduct problem.
– 	 About 3 in 10 children with ADHD also  

had anxiety.
– 	 Other conditions included depression, autism 

spectrum disorder, and Tourette syndrome.
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SOURCE: THE CENTERS FOR DISEASE CONTROL AND PREVENTION

ADHD wasn’t called “ADHD” until the late 1980s.

FAST FACT

What’s in a name?
The language used to describe ADHD and its symptoms has  
changed over time. 

One of the earliest accounts of hyperactivity was from 1798, 
when a Scottish physician observed a condition of “mental 
restlessness” and “the fidgets” in children that closely resembles 
what we now call ADHD. The condition was later referred to as 
“minimal brain dysfunction” in the 1950s, “hyperkinetic reaction 
of childhood” in the 1970s, and finally “attention-deficit/
hyperactivity disorder” in the 1980s.  

https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/adhd/timeline.html
https://wellcomecollection.org/works/xhdkkpq2

